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GENERAL LAKE MICHIGAN
INFORMATION

From the wave-washed beaches of the northern shore to the bustling urban-industrial comrr
nities atthe southern rim, Lake Michigan represents an ecologically, culturally, and economi-
cally diverse system unparalleled inthe Midwest.

Lake Michigan, by volume, isthe second largest Great Lake and the only one located totally
withinthe United States. The northern partisinthe colder, less developed upper Great
Lakesregion. Itis sparsely populated, except forthe Fox River Valley, and is primarily
covered with mixed wood forests.. The more temperate southern basin of Lake Michiganis
the mosturbanized area inthe GreatLakes system; it contains the Milwaukee and Chicago
metropolitan areas. Southern soils are typically fertile and amenable to agriculture.

What is the Lake: Michigan Basin?

The Lake:Michigan:basin‘is the area of land'where rivers and streams all draj
into Lake Michigan:-The:Lake's drainage basin covers more than 45,000
square miles and drains parts of four states: Wisconsin, Illinois, Indiana, ang
Michigan.

Lake Michigan discharges into L.ake Huron through the Straits of Mackinac at arate that
allows for a complete change of water about every 100 years. The Lake formsalinkina
waterway system that reaches easttothe Atlantic Ocean and south through the Mississippi
River to the Gulf of Mexico.-/Amongthe large rivers that enter the Lake are the Fox and the
Menominee in northeast Wisconsin, the St. Joseph, the Kalamazoo, and the Grand in south
west Michigan.

Size'Statistics

Length: 307 miles
Width: 118miles
Depth: 925 feetmaximum depth
279:feet average depth
Shoreline: 1,660-miles largely of sand & pebble beachep

Resources of the Lake Michigan Basin



Seney NEtical
Lake Michigan has unique conditions that support a wealth of biolo s
diversity, including many plantand animal species found nowhere €
theworld. Lake Michigan basin’s sand dunes, coastal marshes, te
prairies, savannas, forests, and fens all provide essential habitats |
diversity of life. Agriculturalandindustrial products such asiron ore
the basm S resources The water of Lake Michigan serves many | ™"t
poses. Itsupports large commercial and sport fishing industries. |
provides industrial process and cooling water, and water for agricu
irrigation. Fleets of freighters pass over the Lake carrying bulk cor
merce items. Lake Michigan serves as a source of drinking water
place for swimming and fishing, as a scenic wonderland, and as a
municipal and industrial waste and runoff from the surrounding land

ndiana Chrred
Hational Lakeahora

State Parks ®
National Parks A

Basin Land Use Agricultural, 44%; Residential, 9%; Forest, 41%; Other, 6%.
Shoreline Use Agricultural, 20%; Residential, 39%; Recreational, 24%; Commercial,
5%; Other, 5%.

Managing the Lake Michigan Basin

While parts of the Lake Michigan ecosystem (the interacting complex of living organisms and their non-living environ-
ment) have been changed to better suitthe needs of humans, the unexpected consequences of many of the chang
only recently become apparent. People have begunto realize that changes to one part of an ecosystem impactthe
ofthe entire system. In order to improve environmental quality, all aspects of an ecosystem need to be addressed.
Managing the Lake Michigan basin as an ecosystem is an approach that takes a broad systemic view of the interac
among physical, chemical, and biological componentsin the basin. Itis ageographically comprehensive approach,
covering the entire systemincluding land, air, and water. New emphasis on the importance of atmospheric inputs of
pollutants and the effects of land uses on water quality are evidence of the broad scope of management planning re
quiredin an ecosystem approach. Anecosystem approach to managing the basinincludes humans as a major fact
the well-being of the system. This suggests recognition of social, economic, technical, and political variables that affe
how humans use natural resources. Human culture, changing lifestyles, and attitudes must be considered in an eco:
tem approach because of their effects on the integrity of the ecosystem.

Use of the Lake Michigan basin’s resources has brought wealth and well-being to its residents, but the full price of tf
concentration of industry and people is only now being understood. The overall health of the Lake Michigan ecosyst
has been degraded by human activities, and continues to be diminished. Fortunately, many people around the basi
recognize the importance of restoring and protecting this resource, and are working together to formulate creative
solutions to preserve intact ecosystems, restore damaged ecosystems, and repair highly disturbed areas.

For more information, please contact Judy Beck (312) 353-3849. E-mail: beck.judy@epamail.epa.gov
U.S. EPA, 77 West Jackson Blvd., Chicago, IL 60604



